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T. S. Eliot and His Unitarian Grandfather
— The Life of William Greenleaf Eliot and His Sermons (1)

This town interests me & I see kind adven-
turous people; Mr Eliot, the Unitarian minister,
is the Staint of the West, & has a sumptuous
church, & crowds to hear his really good
sermons.

—Ralf Waldo Emerson in St. Louis, 1852

I never knew my grandfather: he died a year
before my birth. But I was brought up to be very
much aware of him; so much so, that as a child
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I thought of him as still the head of the
family—a ruler for whom in absentia my
grandmother stood as vecegerent. The standard
of conduct was that which my grandfather
had set; our moral judgements, our decisions
between duty and self-indulgence, were taken as
if, like Moses, he had brought down the tables
of the Law, any deviation from ‘which would
be sinful.

—T. S. Eliot in St. Louis, 1953.
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It is hard to say exactly how or when the
commanding idea is born but, in Eliot’s case,
itself in the
surrounded  his

an obvious source suggest
that
American youth. The shadowy exemplary

dramatic figures
figure that haunts Eliot’s poetry may be
traced back to the model grandfather, whom
Emerson called ‘the Saint of the West’, to
the New England mother’s heroes of truth
and virtue, to the hardy fishermen of Cape
Ann, Massachusetts, and the rockpool and
silences between the waves that shaped Eliot’s
lif_e_liiﬂg_igus ) L@_M.ﬂj‘_owards the end of

~~his life Eliot came to see his poetry as more

American than English: . in its sources,
in its emotional springs, it comes from

America.””
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Besides functioning as a military supply

base, St. Louis, throughout the Civil War,

served as a hospital center and as the head-

quarters of the Western Sanitary Commis-

sion, founded by Dr. William Greenleaf Eliot,

prominent minister and educator, to care for
_ the sick and wounded!
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As thou to thy departing sons hast been

To those that follow may’st thou be no less;

A guide to warn them, and a friend to bless
Before they leave thy care for lands unseen:
And let thy motto be, proud and serene,

Still as the years pass by, the word “Progress!”®
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The early history of this University which my
grandfather served with tireless devotion
until his death, is inextricably involved for
me in family and personal history. I never
knew my grandfather: he died a year before
my birth. But 1 was brought up to be very
much aware of him; so much so, that as a

child I thought of him as still the head of
the family—a ruler for whom in absentia my

grandmother stood as vicegerent. The
standard of conduct was that which my
grandfather had set; our moral judgements,
our decisions between duty and self-indul-
gence, were taken as if, like Moses, he had
brought down the tables of the Law, any

deviation from which would be sinful.’
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This original Law of Public Service operated
especially in three areas: the Church, the

City, and the University. The Church meant,
for us, the Unitarian Church of the Messiah,
then situated in Locust Street, a few blocks
west of my father’s house and my grand-
mother’s house; the City was St. Louis—the
utmost outskirts of which touched on Forest
Park, terminus of the Olive Street streetcars,
and to me, as a child, the beginning of the
Wild West; the University was Washington
University, then housed in a modest building
in lower Washington Avenue. These were the
symbols of Religion, the Community and
Education.!
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I am very well satisfied with having been
in fact 1 think I was
fortunate to have been born here, rather than

born in St, Louis:

in Boston, or New York, or London.!
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The family guarded jealously its connections
with New England; but it was not until years
of maturity that 1 perceived that I myself
had always been a New Englander in the
South West, and a South Westerner in New
England . . . In New England I missed the long
dark river, the ailanthus trees, the flaming
cardinal birds, the high limestone bluffs



where we searched for fossil shell-fish; in
Missouri I missed the fir trees, the bay and
goldenrod, the song-sparrows, the red granite
and the blue sea of Massachusetts.'?
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St. Louis
31 December 1852
Dear Lidian,

. This town interests me & 1 see kind
adventurous people; Mr Eliot, the Unitarian
minister, is the Saint of the West, & has a
sumptuous church, & crowds to hear his really
good sermons. But I believe no thinking or
even reading man is here in the 95000 souls.

An abstractionist cannot live near the
Mississippi River & the Iron Mountain. They
have begun the Pacific Rail Road; & the
Railroad from St Anthony’s Fall to New
Orleans. Such projects cannot consist with
much literature, so we must excuse them if
they cannot spell quite as well as Edith.!
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This city is a wonderful growth, &, if you
would send out a young man of energy to
the very best assuarance of success, send him
here.®
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Harry must often have remembered
Wishwood—
The nursery tea, the school holiday,
The daring feats on the old pony,
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His rhythm was present in the nursery bedroom,

In the rank ailanthus of April dooryard,

In the smell of grapes on the autumn table,

And the evening circle in the winter gaslight.
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